Madame Mao

To conclude the series of works made following his stay in the Exis-
tentialist Retreat, Bakker turned to a subject much surrounded
with negativity: Madame Mao was Chinese chairman Mao Zedong’s
last wife, (in a historical coincidence with Nieuwenhuis, also his
fourth wife) and was also a mother who committed suicide. After
his trip to China in 1978, Bakker became interested in Madame Mao,
and she became the research subject of his residency in Chongqing
in 2014/1S. This is hardly surprising, since she fits so well with

his earlier preoccupations with historical women who were close to
powerful men, and with the history of his own mother’s suicide.

As the fourth and last wife of Mao Zedong (from 1938 until
his death in 1976), Jiang Qing— Madame Mao’s official name —was
not a woman who stood in the shadow of her husband, one of the
most remarkable figures in modern history. She managed to become
one of the most unpopular, unwanted figures in Chinese history
and a major scapegoat for most of her husband’s disastrous policies.!
In Chinese society she has the reputation of being something
like the modern equivalent of a witch, or a “Hitla”, as one of the
Chongqing residency employees called her.

Bakker treats the subject of Madame Mao—an infamous
and volatile subject in China— with much more affection than one
might expect considering the negative image of Madame Mao.
Bakker does not focus on Jiang’s loathsome role in the Cultural Revo-
lution, a role she herself would later describe as “Mao’s dog”. Instead,
he attends to her later career as an actress, the early days of her
marriage to Mao, her enthusiasm for and skill as a performer of
popular dances such as the waltz, the foxtrot and Yangge, which,
partly thanks to her, became popular in communist China, and the
relatively popular operas she commissioned to replace all other
forms of theatre culture during the Cultural Revolution. Jiang Qing
—or any of the many other names she used in life—takes centre
stage in each of Bakker’s works. She often appears in the guise of
Bakker’s model, but her presence nevertheless pushes her other-
wise omnipresent husband into a subordinate position.

Bakker’s Madame Mao works follow the chronology of
Madame Mao’s career. Hotpot with Lan Ping and the Bachelor from
1937 takes the format of the film The Bachelor, in which Jiang
Qing appeared in 1937 (under the pseudonym of Lan Ping), a year
before moving to Yan’an, where Mao and his army were stationed.
Bakker’s drawing portrays the staff of the Chongqing residency
at a hotpot dinner table. Hot pot is a popular dish in the city, but has

1 I draw my Mao and Madame Mao history mainly from: Jung Chang and Jon Halliday,
Mao, The Unknown Story, 200S.
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Because of censorship,
Madame Mao is referred to as Shumeng,

her child’s name, on pages 39 and 41.
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nothing to do with the historical figure of Jiang. Instead it has every-
thing to do with the residency staff’s ambivalence towards Bakker’s
preoccupation with a figure still so controversial in China.

Unlike his Existentialist Retreat, the Chongqing experience
confronted the artist with the limits of freedom of expression in
China, where many businesses ultimately fall under the control
of the state and the Party. In a country where artists can be divided
into three categories, topics and their reception can be divided.
There are the Reds, who are commissioned by the state and the
Party; the Greys, who can do what they want but without any official
recognition, and they are most likely to focus on the international
marketplace; and the Blacks, who attract the suspicion of the gov-
ernment for their “undermining activities”.2 Given the vague bound-
aries of these categories and the ambiguous responses they can
trigger in different viewers, Madame Mao is not exactly a good sub-
ject for artists to celebrate, especially if they depend on the Chinese
government to make a living.

The next two works show the happy, revolutionary couple
in 1938 and 1945, where they lived after the Long March, near
or around Yan’an. They appear self-assured and smiling, but their
clothes indicate a slight shift in atmosphere from the mundane
to the militant. This shift has been accomplished in the 1947 work,
representing the period just before Mao takes over the country.

In this work they both wear the dull Chinese uniform and already
appear estranged from one another mentally. In the background
we see a map of Mao’s Yang Jia Gou residence, which had a large
bomb shelter for protection in the war with the Guomindang.

Two more works from this series focus on the style of dance
that Jiang popularised among the communist ranks. One drawing
shows a contemporary street dance, a scene in which Jiang herself
figures in the background, dressed in the Maoist costume of the
Cultural Revolution. A second work, Pear Garden, reveals the com-
plexity of her situation during her time with Mao. Bakker exagger-
ates the situation through his positive/negative lens, but he basically
stands up for the otherwise hated chairman’s wife. This work is
set in one of the pear gardens near Mao’s residences in Yan’an. In
fact, there are no pear gardens in this region, so the pear garden
of the title refers to a dreamy Chinese opera setting. Pear garden was
also the term used to describe the sceneries used in the form of
dance popularised by Jiang in Yan’an. In their later life, in the 1960s
and 1970s, the once happy couple (with kids) were living apart.
Mao was often seen enjoying the company of pretty concubines

2 With thanks to Prof Dr Hans de Wolf of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel, who suggested this categorisation
during a private tour of the exhibition “Chinese Utopia’s Revisited”, Bozar, Brussels, 28 July 2015.
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selected from the army’s entertainment ranks, but this was not
knowledge officially sanctioned for the public. In Pear Garden we
see the aged chairman dancing with a naked, young woman, and

a woman in red dress, Jiang Qing, dancing with none other than
Pedro Bakker himself.

In his Madame Mao drawings, Bakker narrates nothing less
than feelings of love—or at least strong affection—for one of the
most hated people in Chinese history. He represents and stands up
for a woman whose politics were ultimately far less destructive
than her husband’s, but whose status in China as an emblem of evil
seems set in stone. She is someone people love to hate, which
makes it easy to imagine some of the arguments against the public
showing of Bakker’s work on Madame Mao in China.

Although a trend in the choice of subject matter is clearly
discernible in Bakker’s work, whereby he constantly mingles more
or less obscure historical facts and events with his own preoccu-
pations, the Madame Mao body of works is surrounded by histori-
cal coincidences. For example, Bakker travelled to China in
1978 —before the open door policies of Deng Xiaoping and just two
years after the nation-wide broadcast of the famous trial of the
Gang of Four at which Jiang was sentenced to death (a sentence that
was never carried out; she was imprisoned until she committed
suicide in 1991). More coincidences turn up. The utopian spirit of
the Nieuwenhuis era and its traumatic ending with the Van Gogh
murder, which Bakker evokes in To Draw Politically, finds an inter-
esting parallel in the career of Mao and the collapse of the utopian
dream. It was the Dutch communist Henk Sneevliet who was sent
by the Comintern to China in 1921 to professionalise the then still
marginal Communist Party. Under the pseudonym of agent Maring,
Sneevliet identified Mao Zedong as a possible suitable party
leader. The utopian spirit of the day took a decisive turn, and the
ambiguities that came with it (the utopian spirit mixed with dysto-
pian results) today form a part of the history that China has to
cope with, just as the Netherlands is still trying to come to terms
with the challenges of a newly defined global society after the
assassination of Van Gogh. Francis Fukuyama announced the end
of history a little bit too early. But somewhere on the outside of
history, Bakker is creating art that explores the undefined borders
of history, and the dichotomies of utopian/dystopian and good/evil
that shape it.
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